We s(ate the following conjecture and prove it for the case where q is a proper prime power:
Notice that there are easy examples showing that the assertion of the con, jecture is false for q~_3. We have reached this conjecture while trying to generalize some simple properties of sparse graphs to more general matroids. Specifically: a graph whose edge set is the union of two forests is clearly 4-colorable. In general, the chromatic number of a matroid whose dement set is the union of two independent sets can be bigger. This claim can be verified by checking the chromatic polynomial of the uniform matroid Un,2~ (see [4] for the relevant definitions). However, if such a matroid is representable over a field GFq for which conjecture 1 holds then its chromatic number is at most q, since the conjecture implies that its critical number over GFq is 1 ( [4] , Chapter !5.5).
The conjecture also seems, to be of interest for its own. The case q = 5 was stated as an open problem by F. Jaeger [3] . All we could do so far is to prove the following partial result given in Theorem 1 below. Our proof resembles the ones given in [2] 
, x.).

1=I
For a vector x----(x, .... , x~)E(GFq) n P~(x)----P~(x, ..... x.)
is the product of all the 2n components of both x and Ax. Theorem 1 is thus equivalent to the existence of a vector x for which P,~ (x) # 0. It is easy to show (by induction on n) that a polynomial in n variables over a (x,-:) ((
Although this polynomial is not homogeneous, the proof considers only terms of maximal degree and the result follows. II Even stronger restrictions can be forced on the components of x and Ax using the following statement, in which nonsingularity is replaced by permanent ~s0. The (similar) proof is omitted. Propositions 1 and 2 can be used to show that if q=p*, k~2 and A is a nonsingular n by n matrix over GFq then there are many vectors x~(GFq)" such that both x and Ax have no zero component. For example, for q=4 one can easily show that there are at least (3/2)" such vectors x. We omit the details.
